Objectives: Scholars have documented increases in the prevalence and complexity of stepfamilies earlier in the life course, but no one has systematically investigated U.S. stepfamily structure in later life. Guided by a family systems approach, we described the prevalence and composition of later-life stepfamilies. Method: The analysis was based on 6,250 married and cohabiting couples participating in the 2012 Health and Retirement Study. We identified the prevalence of later-life stepfamilies, decomposed stepfamily structures, and compared the sociodemographic characteristics and relationship quality of the couples in stepfamilies with those in married families (with only joint children and no stepchildren), paying attention to differences between married and cohabiting stepfamilies. Results: Roughly 40% of middle-aged and older couples with children were in stepfamilies. Of all stepfamilies, 86% were married couples and 14% were cohabiting couples. Cohabiting stepfamilies more often included children from both partners' previous relationships, but couples in married stepfamilies more often had joint children. Cohabiting stepfamilies appeared to be the most socially and economically disadvantaged, followed by married stepfamilies, and lastly married families. Despite these compositional differences, partner relationship quality was largely similar across married families, married stepfamilies, and cohabiting stepfamilies. Discussion: This study underscores the high prevalence and complexity of later-life stepfamilies and foregrounds the urgency of additional research on this topic.
Today's older adults came of age during 1970s and 1980s, an era marked by high divorce and remarriage rates. Many have experienced multiple union transitions over the adult life course. In 2015, close to 30% of individuals aged 50 and older had experienced two or more marriages (Authors' calculation based on the American Community Survey). Cohabitation is also on the rise among older adults, with the number cohabiting doubling in the past decade (Stepler, 2017) . Nearly all cohabitors aged 50 and older experienced the dissolution of a prior marital union (Brown, Lee, & Bulanda, 2006) . Whether remarried or cohabiting, the vast majority of these repartnered middleaged and older adults (hereafter older adults) have children from previous relationships, meaning that they are part of a stepfamily. Scholars have carefully documented increases in the prevalence and complexity of stepfamilies earlier in the life course (Sweeney, 2010) , but no one has systematically investigated U.S. stepfamily configuration later in life.
Stepfamily structure is complex not only because one or both partners have children from previous relationships but also because the couple may subsequently have children together (hereafter joint children) and form a blended family. When only one partner has children from a previous relationship, the stepfamily consists of one biological parent and one stepparent. When both partners have children from previous relationships, each partner is a biological parent of their own children and a stepparent of their partner's children. When the couple subsequently has joint children, each partner is a biological parent of their own children from previous relationships, a stepparent of their partner's children from previous relationships, and a biological parent of the children with their current partner. Prior studies on later-life stepfamilies often focus on individual parent-child dyads, overlooking these varied constellations of the stepfamily environment (Blieszner & Voorpostel, 2016) .
Understanding stepfamily configuration is important because the more complex the stepfamily structure, the more ambiguous the roles and expectations are, creating more opportunities for conflict and disagreement between partners (Hobart, 1991) . Prior research has compared relationship quality among older adults in first marriages versus remarriages (Bulanda, 2011; Cooney, Proulx, & Snyder-Rivas, 2016) and in remarriages versus cohabiting unions (Brown & Kawamura, 2010) , but these studies do not speak directly to how partner relationship quality varies across stepfamily types. Stepfamilies can be formed through first marriages, and remarriages do not always result in stepfamilies.
The objective of this study is to use data from the 2012 Health and Retirement Study to construct a national portrait of later-life stepfamilies, documenting the prevalence and complexity of various stepfamily forms. Guided by a family systems approach (Cox & Paley, 1997 ) that takes into account both parents' relationships with each child in the family, we examine how the marital biographies, sociodemographic characteristics, economic resources, and health statuses of the couples in stepfamilies differ from those in married families with only joint children and no stepchildren, hereafter referred to as married families (we do not use the term "intact families" to avoid the appearance of any value judgment). We pay close attention to differences between married and cohabiting stepfamilies. We also investigate the extent to which relationship quality varies by stepfamily configuration. This study provides the first systematic examination of U.S. later-life stepfamilies by elucidating the prevalence and composition of different stepfamily forms.
Background
The Growth in Older Adults Who Are Remarried or Cohabiting
Today's older adults are more likely to be remarried or cohabiting than any previous generation in U.S. history. In 1980, 7 million married individuals aged 50 and older were in a higher-order marriage (Authors' calculation based on the Census). The number has risen to 20 million in 2015 (Authors' calculation based on the American Community Survey). This growth is not merely an artifact of the aging of the population. In 1980, 19% of older adults were in higher-order marriages and by 2015 the share had climbed to 30%. At the same time, cohabitation among older adults has accelerated, quadrupling from less than 1 million to 4 million persons from 2000 to 2016 (Brown et al., 2006; Stepler, 2017) . Regardless of whether they are remarried or cohabiting, most of these individuals have children from previous relationships, suggesting that a significant proportion of older adults are in stepfamilies. Yet, we lack national estimates of the prevalence and complexity of later-life stepfamilies. Nor do we have any understanding of partner relationship quality in these families.
This oversight is likely attributable to two reasons. First, most of the attention surrounding stepfamilies has focused on minor children, on the premise that family instability resulting from parental divorce and repartnering is detrimental to child development (Amato, 2010) . Later-life stepfamilies tend to be ignored because most children in these families have launched into independent adulthood. Second, the rise in cohabitation among older adults is a relatively new phenomenon that was not well recognized and documented by social scientists until the beginning of this century (King & Scott, 2005; Brown et al., 2006) . Little attention has been given to later-life cohabiting stepfamilies.
Several sociodemographic trends, however, suggest that later-life stepfamilies can no longer be ignored. The divorce rate after age 50 has doubled over the past two decades. Even if the rate remains constant over the next 20 years, the number of older adults who would experience divorce in 2030 would rise by one third . Divorced older adults are more likely to repartner than their widowed counterparts (Brown, Lin, Hammersmith, & Wright, 2016) . Not only has cohabitation increased in later life, but older adult attitudes toward cohabitation have also become more favorable in recent decades . Together, the number of later-life stepfamilies is likely to surge in the coming years, but scholars are confronted with a startling paucity of knowledge about these families.
Stepfamily Configuration
Stepfamily structure is complex not only because one or both partners have children from previous relationships but also because the couple may subsequently have joint children. Stepfamilies in which only one partner has children from a previous relationship are simple stepfamilies, in contrast to complex stepfamilies in which both partners have children from previous relationships (Steinbach & Hank, 2016; van der Pas & van Tilburg, 2010) . Whether simple or complex, the couple may subsequently have joint children and form a blended family.
The composition of stepfamily structure is likely to vary depending on whether the couple is married or cohabiting. The presence of children from previous relationships reduces the odds that parents marry their partner (Manning, 2004) , particularly when both partners have children from previous relationships. Thus, cohabiting stepfamilies are more often complex families compared with married stepfamilies. On the other hand, having joint children provides parents the motivation to marry (Stewart, 2007) . Therefore, married stepfamilies more often have joint children relative to cohabiting stepfamilies. Surprisingly, given the growth in older adults who are remarried or cohabiting, no study has documented the prevalence and complexity of later-life stepfamilies. A handful of studies have examined stepparent-stepchild relationships in later life, but these studies tend to use individual parent-child dyads as the unit of the analysis (e.g., Pezzin, Pollak, & Schone, 2013; Seltzer, Yahirun, & Bianchi, 2013) , disregarding the various constellations of the stepfamily environment. Some biological parent-biological child dyads may be part of a stepfamily in which the parent is married to or living with a partner who is a stepparent of the child. Depending on which parent-child dyad is selected for the study, the prevalence of stepfamilies may be underestimated. Without treating the family as a system (Cox & Paley, 1997 ) that takes into account how both parents are related to each child in the family, it is impossible to fully gauge the diverse range of stepfamily arrangements.
Partner Relationship Quality in Stepfamilies
Unpacking stepfamily configuration provides insights into how the family functions. Stepfamilies have been viewed as incomplete institutions (Cherlin, 1978) , in which family norms and obligations are not clearly defined or broadly shared. This lack of institutionalized guidelines for stepfamilies can lead to disagreement, undermining partner relationship quality. Further, the role of parenting is often perceived as more ambiguous by cohabiting than married parents (Stewart, 2007) , suggesting that cohabiting stepfamilies are the least institutionalized and most unstable type of stepfamily (Ganong & Coleman, 2017) .
Prior research has not directly compared couples' relationship quality in married families, married stepfamilies, and cohabiting stepfamilies, but has shown that couples in a higher-order marriage are more likely to break up than couples in a first marriage (Booth & Edwards, 1992) . Cohabitors tend to report poorer relationship quality than do married individuals (Brown & Booth, 1996; Nock, 1995; Skinner, Bahr, Crane, & Call, 2002) . Nonetheless, recent studies on older adults suggest no difference in relationship quality between first marriages and remarriages (Bulanda, 2011; Cooney et al., 2016) , and older cohabitors share similar relationship quality as remarried older adults (Brown & Kawamura, 2010) . The union type differences in partner relationship quality are negligible probably because older couples have a longer union duration and older cohabitors tend to cohabit as an alternative to marriage (King & Scott, 2005) . In addition, children are a major source of relationship strains in stepfamilies (Stanley, Markman, & Whitton, 2002) , but most children have grown up and left home in older families.
Not only does marital status matter, but stepfamily structure is also likely to affect partner relationship quality. When partners have children from previous relationships, oftentimes confusion arises regarding who is part of the family and what roles individuals within the family should play (Boss, Bryant, & Mancini, 2016) . Having joint children further blurs family boundaries. Boundary ambiguity is stressful for family members and creates opportunities for conflict. Thus, the more complex the stepfamily structure, the less clear the guideline and norms are for role performance, leading to more strained relationships.
Prior studies have revealed poorer partner relationship quality in complex stepfamilies than in simple stepfamilies (Schultz, Schultz, & Olson, 1991) , but these studies are limited to small, convenience samples. Having a joint child may or may not improve relationship quality. Some scholars propose the value of children argument (Friedman, Hechter, & Kanazawa, 1994) , suggesting that having a joint child reduces uncertainty in the relationship and increases commitment to each other. However, increasing the complexity of family subsystems with a combination of full-, step-, and half-siblings may result in more ambiguity (Ward, Spitze, & Deane, 2009 ). Empirical evidence thus far has centered on younger stepfamilies and is mixed, showing positive associations (Downs, 2003) , negative associations (Kurdek, 1999) , or no association (Ganong & Coleman, 1988) .
The Present Study
This study has three objectives. First, we establish a national portrait of later-life stepfamilies by identifying the share of couples (in which at least one spouse or partner is aged 51 or older) in stepfamilies, distinguishing between married stepfamilies and cohabiting stepfamilies. Within stepfamilies, we further investigate stepfamily structure by considering whether it is a simple or complex stepfamily and whether the couple has a joint child.
Next, we examine how the marital biographies, sociodemographic characteristics, economic resources, and health statuses of the couples in stepfamilies differ from those in married families. Prior studies have shown that stepparents are distinct from parents who have biological children (hereafter biological parents) in several regards (Stewart, 2001; Thomson, 1994) . Stepparents are more likely to be in a higher-order marriage and have a shorter union duration than biological parents. Because cohabitation is more common at younger ages and men tend to repartner with younger women, stepparents are often younger than biological parents. The gap in age between partners is greater among repartnered couples and a larger share of stepparents are nonwhite. Relative to biological parents, stepparents have less education and lower earnings, despite higher levels of full-time employment. Moreover, cohabiting stepparents appear to be more socially and economically disadvantaged compared with married stepparents. Because these studies are based on younger samples, the extent to which these patterns persist among later-life stepfamilies is unknown. A key advantage of our study is that we have information on the characteristics of both partners and thus can examine couple-level indicators which aligns with a family systems perspective.
Last, we examine how both positive and negative dimensions of partner relationship quality differ among those in married families, married stepfamilies, and cohabiting stepfamilies. Three relationship quality indicators gauge whether the relationship with the partner is very close, positive support received from the partner, and negative support received from the partner. A lack of closeness, lower levels of positive support, and higher levels of negative support signal poorer partner relationship quality. Prior research has revealed the highest relationship quality is typically in first marriages, followed by remarriages, and lastly cohabiting unions (Brown & Booth, 1996; Nock, 1995; Skinner et al., 2002) . However, these differentials may be smaller or even negligible among older adults for whom there are few relationship quality differentials between married and cohabiting individuals (Brown & Kawamura, 2010) as well as first married and remarried individuals (Bulanda, 2011; Cooney et al., 2016) , although studies to date have not differentiated by stepfamily status. We also anticipate that the more complex the stepfamily structure, the poorer the partner relationship quality. In other words, couples in complex stepfamilies are less likely to have a very close relationship and experience less positive support and more negative support than couples in simple stepfamilies, and having a joint child is expected to be associated with poorer relationship quality.
Method
We used data from the 2012 round of the Health and Retirement Study (HRS), a longitudinal study of a nationally representative, continuous cohort of individuals aged 51 or older and their partners in the United States. The HRS began interviewing in 1992 with a cohort of individuals born in 1931-1941 and re-interviews have been conducted every other year. In 1998, three additional cohorts were added to the study to make the sample representative of the target population. Refresher samples aged 51-56 were added in 2004 and 2010 to maintain a nationally representative sample of individuals aged 51 or older. The response rates for the baseline interviews of various cohorts hover around 70%-82% and roughly 90% or higher for followup interviews. Blacks, Hispanics, and Florida residents were oversampled (Health and Retirement Study, 2011) .
The HRS includes rich information on respondents' and their partners' marital history, demographic characteristics, employment history, wealth, and health status, making the data ideal for the purposes of this study. We focused on the 2012 HRS because this is the most recent wave in the family data file (2012, Version 1), cleaned and processed by RAND, at the time when this analysis was conducted. The file includes information delineating how each child mentioned by HRS respondents is related to both the HRS respondents and their partners at each wave. We took advantage of all available longitudinal data to measure family type and stepfamily configuration. We captured parent-child relationships using the most frequent relationship code across waves. In cases where there were ties or that respondents were first interviewed in 2012, we used the relationship code in 2012. We also checked our estimates against the newly released 2014 Survey of Income and Program Participation (SIPP) which contains questions asking respondents about their number of childbearing unions and whether their current union is a childbearing one. Our estimates are very similar to those based on the 2014 SIPP (results not shown but available upon request).
In total, 20,554 respondents were interviewed in 2012, of which 13,080 lived in coupled households, constituting 6,842 couples. Same-sex (n = 34) and childless (n = 253) couples were excluded. We also removed 187 couples for whom one or both partners' relationships to their children could not be ascertained in the RAND HRS family data file. In addition, we omitted 48 couples who provided inconsistent information about their marital status and 46 couples with a sample weight of zero. Finally, 24 cohabiting couples who had joint children only were excluded, because it is too small of a group to permit a separate analysis. After eliminating these couples, we had 6,250 couples with children in the analysis, of which 3,486 were married families, 2,346 were married stepfamilies, and 418 were cohabiting stepfamilies.
Measures
Stepfamily configuration was gauged using couples' marital status, whether they had children from previous relationships, and whether they subsequently had a joint child. We created three family types: married families (in which married couples have only joint children and no stepchildren), married stepfamilies (reference category), and cohabiting stepfamilies. We also constructed two measures to capture stepfamily structure: whether only one or both partners had children from previous relationships (0 = only one partner, 1 = both partners) and whether the couple had a joint child (0 = No, 1 = Yes).
Partner relationship quality was assessed using respondents' reports of whether they were very close to their partner, as well as positive and negative support received from their partner, with an absence of being very close, less positive support, and more negative support indicating poorer relationship quality. In the HRS psychosocial and lifestyle survey, respondents were asked how close their relationship is with their partner (very close, quite close, not very close, or not at all close). We created a dichotomous measure such that those who were very close were coded 1 and all others were coded 0. Moreover, respondents were asked of three questions regarding positive support (understanding the way you feel about things, relying on them if you have a serious problem, and opening up to them if you need to talk about your worries) and four questions about negative support (making too many demands on you, criticizing you, letting you down when you are counting on them, and getting on your nerves) received from their partners. The response categories were a lot (= 1), some (= 2), a little (= 3), and not at all (= 4). We reverse coded all items and averaged the scores separately for positive and negative support. Following the recommendation of the HRS (Smith, Ryan, Sonnega, & Weir, 2017) , we set the average scores to missing when the respondent did not report more than one item for positive support or when the respondent did not report more than two items for negative support.
To reduce respondent burden, relationship quality questions were asked of a randomly selected half of the HRS sample. Thus, the closeness, positive support, and negative support questions were available for only 2,313, 2,309, and 2,310 couples, respectively. For couples in which both partners were selected for interviews in 2012 and provided their evaluations of relationship quality, we randomly selected one partner's report. Because women and men tend to perceive their relationship quality differently, we included a dichotomous variable in the multivariate analysis to indicate whether a woman's or a man's report was used.
Marital biographies included marital history and union duration. Marital history was appraised by whether both partners were previously married (reference category), only one was previously married, and neither was previously married. The duration of the current union was measured in years.
Sociodemographic characteristics consisted of the man's age and age heterogamy, racial heterogamy, and the presence of children in the household. Man's age was measured in years. Age heterogamy was coded into three categories that are consistent with prior research (Brown, Manning, & Payne, 2017; Shafer, 2013) : the man and the woman shared similar ages (i.e., the woman was less than 2 years older than the man or the man was less than 5 years older than the woman, reference category), the man was older (i.e., the man was 5 or more years older than the woman), and the woman was older (i.e., the woman was 2 or more years older than the man). Racial heterogamy was defined as both partners were non-Hispanic white (reference category), both partners were black or Hispanic, and the partners were of different race and ethnicity. The presence of children in the household was assessed using three categories: no resident child (reference category), the youngest resident child was less than 18 years old, and the youngest resident child was aged 18 or older.
Economic resources included the man's education and educational heterogamy, employment heterogamy, home ownership, and assets. Man's educational attainment was composed of four categories: less than high school (reference category), high school graduate, some college, and college or more. Educational heterogamy was captured by whether both partners had achieved the same level of education (reference category), the man had achieved more education than the woman, and the woman had achieved more education than the man. Employment heterogamy was assessed by whether both partners were working, only the man was working, only the woman was working, and neither was working (reference category). Home ownership was a dichotomous measure (0 = No, 1 = Yes). The couple's assets were measured in dollars and logged in the multivariate analyses to correct for skewness.
Health status was measured by whether both partners reported their health was good, very good, or excellent (good health, reference category), both partners reported their health was fair or poor (poor health), the man reported poor health but the woman reported good health, and the woman reported poor health but the man reported good health.
Analytic Strategy
We conducted three analyses. First, we described the prevalence and complexity of later-life stepfamily structure using percentages. Second, we provided a national portrait of later-life stepfamilies by examining compositional differences among married families, married stepfamilies, and cohabiting stepfamilies using means and percentages (as appropriate). Third, we performed logistic regressions (for closeness) and ordinary least squares regressions (for positive and negative support) to examine whether and how partner relationship quality varied across different family type and stepfamily structure, adjusting for compositional differences. A multiple imputation procedure was used to handle missing cases except for relationship quality (ranging from less than 1% for any child residing in the household to 11% for home ownership), such that the missing value for a single covariate was imputed as a function of other covariates in the analysis (Acock, 2005) . To preserve the randomness of imputed variables, the study results were based on 10 random, multiple-imputed replicates. All estimates were weighted using the 2012 household weights to adjust for the unequal probability of selection, nonresponse, and sample attrition (Ofstedal, Weir, Chen, & Wagner, 2011) .
Results

Stepfamily Configuration
In 2012, two of every five couples in which at least one partner was aged 51 or older were in stepfamilies (41%), as presented in Table 1 . Of all stepfamilies, 86% were married couples and 14% were cohabiting couples. Among married stepfamilies, 54% were simple stepfamilies and 46% were complex stepfamilies. The corresponding numbers for cohabiting stepfamilies were 43% and 57%, respectively. The proportion of married stepfamilies with a joint child was nearly four times the proportion in cohabiting stepfamilies (38% vs 10%). Consistent with our expectations, cohabiting stepfamilies were more often complex than married stepfamilies, but married stepfamilies more often had a joint child than cohabiting stepfamilies.
Variation Among Married Families, Married Stepfamilies, and Cohabiting Stepfamilies
The characteristics of married families, married stepfamilies, and cohabiting stepfamilies are displayed in Table 2 . As for marital biographies, couples in married families were the least likely to be in a higher-order marriage and were in unions of the longest average duration, followed by couples in married stepfamilies, and finally couples in cohabiting stepfamilies. Specifically, only 13% of the married families had at least one partner who was previously married, whereas nearly all of those in married stepfamilies (94%) or cohabiting stepfamilies (96%) were previously married. Indeed, couples in which both partners were previously married was the modal form of later-life stepfamilies, comprising approximately 62% of married stepfamilies and 80% of cohabiting stepfamilies. The average union duration was 41 years for married families, in sharp contrast to 20 years for married stepfamilies and 7 years for cohabiting stepfamilies.
These three family types also differ in their sociodemographic characteristics. Compared with men in married families (66 years old), men in stepfamilies tended to be younger (63 and 61 years old for men in married stepfamilies and cohabiting stepfamilies, respectively). Age heterogamy was highest among cohabiting stepfamilies (70%), followed by married stepfamilies (64%), and then married families (29%). Relative to couples in married families, couples in stepfamilies were more likely to be minorities or of different racial and ethnic backgrounds, and this was more pronounced for cohabiting stepfamilies than married stepfamilies. Married stepfamilies were less likely than married families to have a child residing in the household, particularly an adult child (19% vs 24%).
Concerning economic resources, men in married families had achieved the most education (38% with college or more), followed by men in married stepfamilies (28%) and then men in cohabiting stepfamilies (19%). Education heterogamy was more prevalent in married stepfamilies (58%) than in married families (48%), but cohabiting stepfamilies were no different from married families and married stepfamilies. Compared with married families, stepfamilies more often had both partners working or only women working, but no difference was found between married and cohabiting stepfamilies. Cohabiting stepfamilies were the least likely to own a home and accrued the lowest assets, followed by married stepfamilies and married families. Finally, couples in married families were the most likely to report that both partners had good health, while couples in cohabiting stepfamilies were most likely to report that both partners had poor health.
In sum, couples in married families fare the best socially and economically, followed by couples in married stepfamilies and lastly couples in cohabiting stepfamilies. In the next section, we examine whether and how partner relationship quality varies by family type and stepfamily structure.
Relationship Quality by Family Type and Stepfamily Structure
As shown at the bottom of Table 2 , couples in married families most often reported their relationship was very close (67%), followed by couples in married stepfamilies (57%) and then couples in cohabiting stepfamilies (43%). Moreover, couples in married families reported receiving slightly more positive support from their spouses than did couples in married stepfamilies. Nevertheless, there was no difference in positive support between married stepfamilies and cohabiting stepfamilies. Nor were there any differences in negative support across family types. The few significant bivariate associations largely disappeared after taking into account the differentials in marital biographies, sociodemographic characteristics, economic resources, and health status, as shown in Table 3 . Although couples in cohabiting stepfamilies reported a lower likelihood of being very close compared with either couples in married families (−0.53 vs 0.37, p < .05) or remarried stepfamilies (−0.53 p < .05), married families and married stepfamilies were similarly likely to report their relationship was very close. Levels of both positive and negative support from the partner were comparable across married families, married stepfamilies, and cohabiting stepfamilies.
Few control variables were associated with the three indicators of relationship quality. For example, couples in which both partners were in a higher-order marriage received more positive support and less negative support from their partners relative to couples in which both partner were in their first marriage or only one partner was remarried, respectively. Racial-ethnic minority couples and couples of different racial-ethnic backgrounds tended to report higher levels of negative support than white couples. Education was related to positive support from the partner with those without a high school diploma reporting the least positive support, on average. Educational heterogamy was negatively associated with both of the positive indicators of relationship quality, whereas employment heterogamy was only negatively related to the likelihood of reporting a very close relationship. Assets were Note. Column total may not equal 100% due to rounding error. Superscripts indicate that the two groups statistically differ at p < .05. largely unrelated to relationship quality, but couples with fewer assets reported higher levels of negative support from their partners. Health was consistently associated with the three dimensions of relationship quality such that couples in which both partners reported good health enjoyed the highest levels of positive quality and the lowest levels of negative quality. Finally, aligning with prior research on marital quality, men were more likely to characterize their unions as very close and tended to report higher levels of positive support and lower levels of negative support compared with women. Because married stepfamilies and cohabiting stepfamilies differ in the prevalence of simple versus complex stepfamilies and the presence of a joint child, we further examined whether and how relationship quality differed by stepfamily structure. As shown in Table 4 , stepfamily configuration was not significantly associated with the three indicators of relationship quality after taking into account compositional differences. Couples in simple versus complex stepfamilies were similarly likely to report being very close and they reported comparable levels of positive and negative support from partners. Additionally, having a joint child was unrelated to perceptions of closeness as well as positive and negative support from the partner. Notably, the presence and age of the youngest child were not associated with relationship quality. For the most part, the relationships between the control variables and the three indicators of relationship quality remained largely unchanged from Table 3 , although fewer achieved statistical significance (perhaps reflecting the smaller sample size or the inclusion of the measures of stepfamily configuration). There were no significant interactions between being in a simple versus complex stepfamily and having a joint child or between family type and stepfamily structure (results not shown).
Discussion
Prior research has extensively examined stepfamilies earlier in the life course, but social scientists lack a basic understanding of the prevalence and complexity of stepfamilies in later life (van der Pas, van Tilburg, & Silverstein, 2013 ). In addition, past studies examining stepfamilies usually focus exclusively on married stepfamilies, ignoring cohabiting stepfamilies (Ganong & Coleman, 2017) . The extent to which cohabiting stepfamilies are similar to or different from married stepfamilies is under-studied. This omission is likely to be increasingly consequential as the share of older adults in cohabiting unions accelerates and the proportion married declines Stepler, 2017) . To fill these notable gaps in the literature, we used a nationally representative sample from the 2012 HRS to describe the prevalence and composition of later-life stepfamilies, paying particular attention to married and cohabiting stepfamilies.
We showed that roughly 40% of middle-aged and older couples with children were in stepfamilies in 2012. Slightly more than 10% of the couples in later-life stepfamilies were cohabiting. Cohabiting stepfamilies were more likely than married stepfamilies to have children from both partners' previous relationships, but married stepfamilies were more likely than cohabiting stepfamilies to have a joint child. Our findings align with prior research showing that among younger people, stepfamilies are often more socially and economically disadvantaged than married families (Stewart, 2001; Thomson, 1994) . Moreover, cohabiting stepfamilies had fewer social and economic resources than married stepfamilies. Despite these compositional differences, partner relationship quality was largely similar across married families, married stepfamilies, and cohabiting stepfamilies, which echoed earlier work showing that older individuals reported comparable marital quality in first versus remarriages (Bulanda, 2011 Cooney et al., 2016 . Additionally, prior work indicated that across most dimensions of relationship quality, including partner support, older remarried and cohabiting adults reported similar levels of quality (Brown & Kawamura, 2010) . The only exception was that cohabitors were less likely to be very happy than remarried individuals (Brown & Kawamura, 2010) , which closely parallels our study findings. The sole family type differential we found was that couples in cohabiting stepfamilies were less likely than couples in either married families or married stepfamilies to report that their relationship with their partner was very close. In short, our overall picture of comparable relationship quality by family type aligns with prior research on older adult relationship quality.
Our study offers new insights on relationship quality in later life by accounting not just for marriage order and family type but also stepfamily configuration. Contrary to our expectations, stepfamily configuration is immaterial to couple relationship quality. Couples in simple and complex stepfamilies enjoyed the same relationship quality. Likewise, having a joint child was unrelated to stepfamily relationship quality after the marital biographies, sociodemographic characteristics, economic resources, and health statuses of couples were taken into account. These patterns signal that stepfamily composition may be less salient later in the life course, at least in terms of relationship quality dynamics.
This study has some limitations. First, we were not able to identify family types for 187 couples, and thus these couples were excluded from the analyses. The absence of clear information on the relationships of children to cohabiting parents likely reflects the boundary ambiguity of stepfamilies (Stewart, 2005) . Because the majority of cohabiting couples are stepfamilies, our results presented here may slightly underestimate cohabiting stepfamilies. Second, the questions gauging relationship quality were only asked of roughly one-half (randomly selected) of the 2012 HRS sample. Consequently, we were not able to construct couple-level measures of relationship quality which arguably would have provided a richer, more nuanced portrait of the relationship dynamics characterizing married families, married stepfamilies, and cohabiting stepfamilies. Nonetheless, our study improved on prior research on later-life relationship quality by differentiating both by family type and stepfamily configuration.
Indeed, we established that a substantial share of older couples with children are in stepfamilies. Our picture of how older married and cohabiting stepfamilies are faring compared with married families is mixed. On the one hand, married stepfamilies and cohabiting stepfamilies typically fared worse than married families across every social and economic indicator we examined. This pattern of disadvantage could have implications for individual well-being. On the other hand, the relationship quality of older couples in stepfamilies does not appreciably differ from that of older married couples, which may help to minimize family type variation in other domains of well-being. Regardless, we can expect the number of later-life stepfamilies to grow rapidly given the recent increases in older adult divorce and cohabitation, underscoring the need for additional research on the ramifications of stepfamilies for later-life well-being. Moreover, the rise in older adult stepfamilies raises important questions about caregiving and support. Cohabiting partners, for example, are much less likely to provide care to one another than are married spouses (Noël-Miller, 2011) . Prior studies have shown that not only are adult stepchildren less likely than biological children to help their parents, but the presence of a stepsibling also discourages adult children from helping their biological parents in times of need (Pezzin, Pollak, & Schone, 2008 , 2013 . Current old-age policies and programs likely will need to be re-designed in response to the changing demographics of older adults who are increasingly living in a complex later-life family structure which is likely to increase demand for institutional care.
Stepfamilies constitute two out of every five co-resident partnered relationships with children in later life, yet remain overlooked by gerontologists and family scholars alike. Our study offers some notable insights to later-life stepfamilies by establishing a demographic profile of married and cohabiting stepfamilies in comparison to married families. Stepfamilies tend to be socially and economically disadvantaged compared with couples in married families. Yet, the three family types enjoy largely similar relationship quality. Our work serves as a launching point for urgently needed future research on later-life stepfamilies, which are likely to comprise a growing share of older adults in the coming years.
